The natural history of infection with hepatitis C virus (HCV) in chimpanzees: comparison of serologic responses measured with first- and second-generation assays and relationship to HCV viremia.
The sensitivity of first- and second-generation tests for antibody to hepatitis C virus (HCV) and the relationship among the patterns of antibody response and HCV viremia were examined in serial serum samples from 6 chimpanzees experimentally infected with HCV and followed less than or equal to 3 years. HCV infection was transient in 4 chimpanzees and became chronic in 2. All chimpanzees developed antibodies to HCV detectable by second-generation assays, while only 5 of the 6 became positive by first-generation assay. Second-generation were consistently more sensitive than first-generation assays for the early diagnosis of primary HCV infection. The pattern observed with second-generation assays was not influenced by the outcome of HCV infection, since antibodies remained persistently detectable throughout follow-up regardless of whether viremia was transient or persistent. In contrast, the first-generation antibody response was variable: It usually disappeared after loss of viremia, whereas its presence paralleled HCV viremia in chimpanzees with chronic infection.